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ABSTRACT 



This paper draws on the metaphor of the enclosure, a 
forceful reconfiguration of shared space that occurred in early modern 
Europe, as a model for describing the current drive for privatization of 
education. It examines the metaphors embedded in current school 
transformations and contrasts the conception of democracy held by current 
advocates of education markets with those of the common- school reformers who 
founded mass education. The study compares the values embedded in the 
rhetoric of leading proponents of choice and charter schools in Michigan with 
the values of the most prominent advocates of the common- school reforms of 
the last century. It is hoped that such a contrast will illuminate competing 
conceptions of democracy, the role of education in sustaining such 
conceptions, and the current efforts to redefine traditional conceptions of 
the "public" aspect of education in the current debate regarding the spheres 
of "public" and "private" resources. The paper also attempts to make sense of 
the incongruence between these two discourses in a democratic society. 
(Contains 118 references.) (RJM) 
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MARKET CHALLENGES TO PUBLIC EDUCATION IN THE U.S. 

Michigan's Charter Schools & Enclosures of the Common Good 

The enclosures of the commons in Europe that immediately preceded the advent of the 
Industrial Revolution have been the source of much debate regarding their role in the 
progress and pain for the human condition. The enclosures were sudden, and often 
forceful reconfigurations of the shared space in an agricultural society that then had 
immense consequences on the realms of political economy, systems of morality, and social 
relations. The de facto and draconian imposition of a new way of organizing human 
interaction was the cause of much social dislocation, disruption of community 
arrangements, and the eradication of traditional conceptions of morality. However, it can 
also be argued that the enclosures represented the natural demise of an obsolete system, and 
were the necessary precursor to the dramatic rise in agricultural efficiency and production, 
and the release of a workforce that was then free to carry the progress of the market 
economy into the modem consumer society. 

In this paper I propose that the current drive for the privatization of education carried in 
market oriented proposals represents a new enclosure of the public space of education. 
There has recently been a proliferation of proposals and policies that seek to import the 
market model on education structures and processes. Calls for choice, charters, and 
vouchers are the most obvious manifestations of this approach. All are put forward with 
the claim that they promote efficient use of resources, emancipate consumer preference, and 
will lead to an improvement in outcomes (e.g., Chubb and Moe, 1990, 1991). The 
proliferation of market-based models of education suggest that a distinct view of education 
has been embraced by policymakers, one that challenges the traditional symbiosis between 
public and private spheres. 

In reviewing the academic and policy discourse circulating around education markets, 
these issues are often embedded in, and animated through metaphors. In this paper, I 
examine those metaphors, and suggest the appropriateness of the image of the enclosure of 
the common space represented by public education in a democracy. The work of 
Christopher Lasch (1995) and others in the early 1990s on the withdrawal of 
socioeconomic elites from the common areas of life in a democracy holds much promise for 
analysis of trends in education and social policy and patterns. Indeed, such an analysis 
does much to illuminate, for example, the recent trends towards economic and racial 
segregation in residential and educational patterns. However, a review of the evidence 
presented in this paper leads to the conclusion that Lasch's metaphor does not go far 
enough in understanding current market-oriented trends in educational reform, and that the 
pro-market rhetoric that re-casts the purpose of education both privatizes the purpose of 
education, and balkanizes its control. 

In that regard, this paper contrasts the conception of democracy held by current 
advocates of education markets with those of the common school reformers who 
established the system of mass education in a democratic republic. Specifically, I compare 
the values embedded in the rhetoric of leading proponents of choice and charter schools in 
Michigan with the values of the most prominent advocate of the common school reforms of 
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